ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
he key objective of this study is to investigate how sponsorship can aid in the achievement of a relational objective, specifically the development of commitment amongst an important stakeholder group towards an organisation. The research is set within the context of organisations dedicating increasingly more financial resources of their communications budget to sponsorship activities (Chien, Cornwell, & Pappu, 2011; Dalakas & Levin, 2005; Meenaghan, 1991; Roy & Cornwell, 2004) . This is particularly the case for event-related sponsorship. Indeed, the International Events Group (IEG) reports a steady rise in sponsorship initiatives across the globe. Between 2009 and 2013 global sponsorship expenditures grew from US$ 44 billion to an estimated US$ 53.3 billion (IEG, Global Sponsorship Expenditure Report 2013). In contrast to more traditional forms of marketing communications, sponsorship initiatives allow to target specific, homogenous groups of consumers holding common interests (Meenaghan, 2001; Nicholls, Roslow, & Laskey, 1994 ).
Through his seminal article "Commercial Sponsorship", Meenaghan (1983) directed the attention of academic scholars to sponsorship as a distinct research domain in the field of marketing, and in particular marketing communications. Gardner and Shuman (1988) define sponsorship activities as investments into events or causes in order to reach broad organisational objectives. Primarily, organisations use sponsorship activities to achieve commercial targets ( ). However, with growing awareness of the importance of establishing good relationships with immediate stakeholder groups (Ferrell & Ferrell, 2008) , the scope of sponsorship broadens. Management objectives concerning sponsorship may now often be either commercial (such
Involvement With The Sponsored Entity And Positive Attitudes Towards The Sponsorship Activity
The sponsorship literature suggests that an image transfer from the sponsored entity to the sponsor occurs, as consumers' personal liking of the sponsored entity is balanced with their attitudes towards the sponsor. Consumers' emotional involvement in and identification with the event impact perceptions of the sponsorship activity as well as the sponsor (Cornwell & Coote, 2005 . Therefore, with regards to public service contexts, involvement with the sponsored sport event will positively contribute to citizens' commitment towards the public sector sponsor. Similarly, involvement with the event will also lead to positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity. Thus:
H1a: Involvement with the event will be positively related to commitment to the sponsor. H1b: Involvement with the event will be positively related to positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity.
These positive attitudes are transferred to the sponsor (Dalakas & Levin 2005; Meenaghan 2001 ), suggesting higher levels of sponsor acceptance amongst the audience. Therefore, with regards to public service contexts, positive perceptions towards the event will positively contribute to the commitment towards the sponsor. Hence:
H2:
Positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity will be positively related to commitment to the sponsor.
Negative Attitudes Towards The Sponsorship Activity
On the other hand, negative attitudes towards the sponsorship activity could manifest themselves in the idea that the initiative is a waste of financial resources. This may be particularly the case in public sector contexts, as citizens believe to have a financial stake in public service organisations and their actions through the payment of taxes. The public administration literature suggests that public sector bodies are often rationally judged by their input into activities, rather than the output, as the final outcome of their actions is difficult to assess (Kearsy & Varey, 1998). However, more positive attitudes towards the sponsored event should decrease perceptions of financial waste, as the sponsorship activity is more likely to be perceived as being worthwhile:
H3:
Positive attitudes towards the event will be negatively related to perceptions that the sponsorship activity is a waste of financial resources.
On the other hand, in the context of a sponsorship initiative with no obvious commercial objectives, the suspicion could arise that providing the event with resources is an inequitable exchange for the organisation in the absence of commercial benefits (Dean, 2002) . Thus, in the case of public sector organisations sponsoring a sport event, citizens may attribute the sponsorship activity to a hidden motive, such as a particular political agenda. This could lead to perceptions that the sponsorship activity is indeed a waste of financial resources, which will negatively impact on positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity:
H4a: Perceptions that the sponsorship activity is a waste of financial resources will be negatively related to positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity.
Several authors suggest that the congruence between the sponsored entity and the sponsor is a critical factors in the effectiveness of sponsorship (Cornwell et Meenaghan (2001) argues that in order to perceive congruence, consumers must be able to make a logical and rational connection between the two elements. They can establish these connections on different grounds, including relevance, functionality, attributes or image (Rifon, Choi, Trimble, & Li, 2004) . Speed and Thompson (2000) suggest regarding congruence as a uni-dimensional construct to assess the fit between the sponsor and the sponsored entity in general, without restrictions relating to the grounds of the match.
Evidence suggests that the perceived general match between event and sponsor can lead to more favourable outcomes in general, whereas a perceived mismatch could have even negative consequences (Olson & Thjømøe, 2011) . For example, congruence enhances brand equity and attitudes towards the sponsor (Simmons & BeckerOlsen, 2006) , whereas the opposite may be the case when perceptions of congruence are low. According to Jagre et al. (2001) low levels of congruence may lead to greater elaboration, which in turn lead to stronger resistance to positive sponsorship messages and higher levels of scepticism about the sponsorship motive. On the other hand, stronger congruence is related to greater perceptions of harmony and thus more positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity as well as the sponsor in general. More recently, Filis and Spais (2012) could further show in a study of sport event sponsorship that repeat exposure to sponsorship messages strengthened perceived event-sponsor congruence. They also found that personality congruence between event and sponsor has the strongest impact on attitudes towards the sponsoring brand. Team performance -whether positive or negative -impacted perceptions of brand quality, but not those of corporate image.
With regard to the public sector context, the assessment of congruence between event sponsorship initiative and the organisation is particularly interesting. Some organisations have less of a logical or natural link with potential sponsored entities than others (such as sports equipment manufacturers with sport events) (Cornwell et al., 2006) . Clearly, public sector organisations have less such links, particularly not in commercial terms, and may thus need to stress other shared grounds such as health improvement or regional development that serve the wider population (Matthews & Shulman, 2005 ) when sponsoring events. As such, assessing the extent to which perceived congruence can be achieved is interesting in this context, as well as if potential congruence impacts on attitudes towards the sponsorship, and commitment amongst citizens. The review of the extant literature leads to the following hypotheses:
H5a: The level of perceived congruence between the event and the sponsor is positively related to commitment to the sponsor. H5b: The level of perceived congruence between the event and the sponsor is negatively related to perceptions that the sponsorship activity is a waste of financial resources.
H5c:
The level of perceived congruence between the event and the sponsor is positively related to positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity. 
METHODOLOGY
The nature of the research objective lent itself to a quantitative methodology. Using a pre-tested questionnaire, 300 spectators of the finals of the French National League Handball Cup were surveyed. This important national sport event has been running for ten years. On an annual basis about 30,000 tickets are sold for the nineteen games played. Every year the event is hosted by a different city. The year of the study the Cup was held in Nantes and was heavily sponsored by Nantes City Council. Even though the Cup is a national event, most of the spectators come from the city and the region where the event is hosted. The event attracts news coverage in both, national and regional media.
The questionnaire assessed respondents' attitudes towards the event, perceived congruence between the event and the City Council, positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity, the perception of the sponsorship activity as a waste of money, and commitment towards the Council. The survey took place on site and yielded a total of 237 usable questionnaires from Nantes citizens.
Measures
Citizen commitment was measured by using a scale specifically developed for public sector contexts with sound psychometric properties (Sabadie, 2003) . In line with the majority of publications in this field (Bansal, 2005), attitudes towards the public authority's sponsorship was conceptualized as a bi-dimensional construct consisting of the dimensions 1) positive attitude towards public authorities' sponsorship and 2) perceived waste of money. This is the only published scale to specifically assess attitudes towards sponsorship activities of public sector bodies. For a detailed overview of the measurement scales refer to Table 1 . Note that all items were assessed on a 7-point Likert scale, if not indicated otherwise.
RESEARCH RESULTS

Sample Characteristics And Descriptive Statistics
The age of the respondents ranges between 14 and 79 years old with an average about 40 (mean = 38.85; standard deviation = 18.89; median = 36; mode = 20). 177 of the interviewees were male and 60 female and all interviewees had previous service experiences with the City Council and live in the city of Nantes. Table I presents the structure and scores of the different attitudinal measures used in our questionnaire. All items were assessed on a 7-point Likert scale, if not indicated otherwise.
The respondents have rather positive attitudes towards the City Hall's sponsorship activity, average scores ranging from 5.13 to 5.51. Respondents tend as well to agree that the sponsorship activity of the City Hall of Nantes is not a waste of money (mean = 2.8 for the negative items) and the congruence between the event and the sponsor is seen as rather high. The mean scores for the three congruence items range from 4.88 to 5.19, suggesting that Nantes citizens believe it is appropriate for a public sponsor to financially support sport events.
This may be at least partly explained by the fact that the interviewed spectators were highly interested in the event (mean = 5.82) and they tended to highly evaluate their interest towards the Handball club of Nantes (mean = 5.76).
Finally, the commitment level towards the City Hall of Nantes with mean scores ranging from 4.77 to 4.81 suggests that the citizens of Nantes developed a rather positive relationship with their City Hall.
Comparison Among Independent Groups
Socio-demographic variables (age and gender) potentially having an influence on sponsorship effectiveness were controlled for.
The non-parametric Mann-Whitney test reveals that no significant difference exists between women and men regarding the appreciation of the five latent constructs of interest in our questionnaire: commitment and positive attitude towards the sponsorship activities of the public sponsor, perceived waste of financial resources, involvement with the event and the perceived congruence between the public sponsor and the event.
On the other hand, non-parametric Kendall correlations between respondents' age and the five latent constructs reveal a single significant and negative correlation between the age of the respondents and the perceived level of congruence between the public sponsor and the event (Kendall's Tau = -0.094, p < 0.05). This result suggests that the older the spectators are, the less they believe that the association between the public sponsor and the sport event is compatible.
Reliability Analysis For Dimensions And Items
PLS path modelling (PLSPM) was used for the testing of the research hypotheses and the assessment of the psychometric properties of the measurement instruments (Chin, 1998; Fornell & Bookstein, 1982) . PLS was preferred to LISREL because PLS is known to be particularly advantageous when the sample size is reduced (Fornell & Bookstein, 1982) . Moreover, according to Fornell and Larcker (1981) , the PLS method is also more robust than LISREL in the sense that it does not require normally distributed data. The results of the KolmogorovSmirnov and Shapiro-Wilk normality tests are displayed in Table I . They reveal that the data is not normally distributed: the Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic varies between 0.13 and 0.24 (p < 0.001 for all the items), while all the Shapiro-Wilk's Ws computed for the items are significantly lower than the cut-off value of 1.00 (p < 0.001 for all the items). PLS is also more commonly used in the early stages of research in a field. From a theoretical perspective, to the best of our knowledge our study is the first to explore and test the link between citizens' attitudes towards the sponsorship of professional sport events and their commitment to public sponsors.
PLSPM supports the assessment of psychometric properties of measurement instruments including reliability, convergent validity and discriminant validity (Chin, 1998; Fornell & Larcker, 1981) . Note that the measure "involvement with the event" is solely composed of two items (the minimum number of items for a latent construct). Therefore, based on the highly satisfying value of the Joreskog's Rhô for this measure (0.83), we conclude that its composite reliability is acceptable.
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The Clute Institute In order to assess potential auto-correlation issues among the items composing the latent constructs, the inter-item correlation matrixes for each measurement scale should be inspected. In the case of this study, no autocorrelation problems can be observed since none of the Pearson correlation coefficients is higher than the critical value of 0.7 (Roussel et al., 2001 ). Indeed, the highest observed Pearson correlation coefficients exists between the items C2 and C3 (Pearson correlations coefficient = 0.69, p < 0.001), and suggests that the two items share less than 50% of common variance. Therefore, no auto correlation problems exist for the items composing our measurement scales.
Convergent validity was checked for by assessing the loadings of items on their respective factors, which all exceeded the cut-off value of 0.7 suggested by Nunally and Bernstein (1994) with one exception. More precisely, the item IEV2: "I grant much importance to our city's sport club", is characterized by a slightly lower loading than 0.7 (λ = 0.61) on the latent construct "involvement with the event". However, Wold (1980) suggests that loadings higher than 0.5 are acceptable, and therefore we considered this loading as not being problematic.
Finally, discriminant validity was assessed by examining whether each construct shared more variance with its measures than with other constructs in the model (Barclay, Higgins & Thompson, 1995; Chin, 1998) . The average variance extracted (AVE) should be higher than the squared correlation of any two latent variables (LV) in the model. The results suggest that this condition is fulfilled. Tables II and III summarize the analysis results discussed above.
Correlation And Regression Analysis
Before testing our research hypotheses we tested for eventual collinearity and autocorrelation issues between constructs. First, on a descriptive basis, we examined Kendall's tau non-parametrical correlation between the five latent variables in our model. The highest correlation can be observed between the constructs perceived waste of money and positive attitude towards the public sponsor (Kendall's Tau coefficient = -0.56, p < 0.001). The magnitude of this correlation suggests that there are no collinearity and autocorrelation problems between constructs (Roussel et al., 2001 ).
Further, VIF (Variance Inflation Factor) and the Durbin-Watson test were performed. For the DurbinWatson test, we estimated with SPSS 22.00 the linear regression of commitment towards the public sponsor (dependent variable) as a function of the four other latent variables in the research model, namely perceived congruence between the public sponsor and the event, positive attitude, perceived waste of money and involvement with the event. The observed VIF for our latent variables range between 1.059 for "involvement with the event" and 2.911 for "perceived waste of money". This is below the recommended cut-off of 5.000, which suggests that multicollineriaty is not an issue (Grewal, Cote, & Baumgartner, 2004) .
Furthermore, the Durbin-Watson Statistic was used to test for the independence of studentized residuals. The value of the Durbin-Watson statistic ranges from 0 to 4. It is suggested that the residuals are uncorrelated if the Durbin-Watson statistic is between 1.5 and 2.5 (Garson, 2012) . In this case, the value of Durbin-Waston is 1.718, indicating no serial correlation. Moreover the VIF indexes are all lower than the critical value of 5. Therefore, there are no collinearity and autocorrelation problems detected for the dependent variables. 
Summary Of Research Results And Interpretation: Hypotheses Testing
As can be seen in Figure 2 , five out of nine hypotheses find empirical support. As expected, citizens' involvement with the event reinforces their belief that public sponsorship activities are not a waste of financial resources (β = -0.228; t = -3.610; p < 0.001) (H3). Moreover, the perceived fit between the event and the public sponsor diminishes citizens' negative perceptions that sponsoring sport events represent a waste of money or that tax money should not be allocated to the support of such purposes (β = -0.146; t = -2.323; p < 0.05) (H5b). Furthermore, the belief that the sponsorship of a sports event is a perceived waste of financial resources reduces strongly the formation of a positive attitude towards the sponsorship activity (β = -0.806; t = -20.007; p < 0.001) (H4a).
Research hypotheses H1b and H5c do not find empirical support: Citizen involvement with the event, as well as perceptions of sponsor-event congruence have no direct impact on positive attitude towards the sponsorship activity. Nevertheless, both have an indirect impact on the formation of positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity, which is mediated by a perceived waste of financial resources (β = 0.183; p < 0.05 for involvement with the event; β = 0.118; p < 0.05 for congruence). Thus, in line with the effect sizes for R² (small 0.02, medium 0.13, large 0.26) proposed by Cohen (1988) , the following can be concluded: perceived sponsor-event congruence and the involvement with the event have a moderate indirect impact on citizens' positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity.
Furthermore, commitment to the sponsor is highly and directly enhanced by citizens' positive attitudes towards the sponsorship (β = 0.473; t = 4.877; p < 0.001) (H2), and by perceived sponsor-event congruence (β = 0.229; t = 3.942; p < 0.001) (H5a). Perceived waste of financial resources has a non-significant direct impact on commitment to the sponsor (H4b). However, in line with the effect sizes for R² (small 0.02, medium 0.13, large 0.26) proposed by Cohen (1988) , the indirect impact of perceived waste of financial resources is strong through the negative impact it has on citizens' positive attitude towards the sponsorship activity (β = -0.381; p < 0.001). Finally, the direct impact of citizens' involvement with the event has no direct impact on their commitment to the sponsor (H1a), and its indirect impact is negligible as well.
It is worth noting that the change statistics suggest that no differences in the explanatory power of our regression models composing the research model can be achieved based on variations regarding the influence paths among the independent variables (Sig F change = 0.000). The same observation can be made for all the other regression models obtained through the PLSPM estimations: positive attitude towards the public sponsor (dependent variable) as a function of perceived waste of money, perceived fit between the public sponsor and the event (independent variables -the latter two), perceived waste of money (dependent variable) as a function of perceived fit between the public sponsor and the event (independent variables). These results suggest that no better alternative research model, composed by the five latent variables we used in our study design can be envisaged.
Finally, model assessment in PLS is based on the evaluation of the quality of the predictive relationships in the model (the explained and adjusted R²) and the quality of the measurement model, which is mainly reflected by the AVE for LVs and redundancy estimation. Four GoF (goodness of fit) indexes were developed in PLS path modelling to assess the quality of the research model (Tenenhaus, Vinzi, Chatelin, & Lauro, 2005) . The first GoF index called Outer Model GoF index evaluates the quality of the measurement model, mainly based on the communalities of the LVs (AVEs in PLS path modelling). The critical value for this index is 0.9. A second GoF index, called the Inner Model GoF index, assesses the quality of the predictions in the research model based on the R² of the endogenous latent variables (performance of the structural model). The critical value for this index is 0.9. Third, the Relative GoF index is obtained by dividing the absolute value by its maximum value achievable for the analysed dataset through bootstrap estimations. The critical value for this index is also 0.9. Finally, the absolute GoF index reflects the overall quality of both measurement and prediction models. It is calculated as the product of the Outer Model GoF index and the Inner Model GoF index. The Absolute GoF index is the most widely used GoF index and in line with the effect sizes for R² (small 0.02, medium 0.13, large 0.26) proposed by Cohen (1988 ). However, the literature also suggests that the setting and reaching of relational objectives, such as the development of goodwill and positive relationships with important stakeholder groups, is increasingly important in order to achieve organisational long-term success (Dean, 2002; Lacey et al., 2010; Madill & O'Reilly, 2010 ). This notion is in line with neo-institutional theory, which suggests that due to resource dependence, organisations need to achieve acceptance amongst larger publics in order to gain support through a variety of means (Hillebrand et Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) . The idea is consistent with other theoretical frameworks, such as relationship marketing, and has lately also gained some attention in the sponsorship literature. Nonetheless, to date little research investigates the effectiveness of sponsorship in reaching non-economic organisational objectives. To address this gap in the literature, this study assessed through which mechanisms events sponsorship contributes to commitment towards an organisation, in particular citizen commitment towards a public sector body.
In particular, our study contributes to theory as it looks at the phenomenon from the perspective of the public sector body as the sponsor, rather than the sponsored entity. Moreover, it assess which factors impact on the development of commitment towards the sponsor, rather than the sponsored event. The estimation of the sponsorship model as investigated in this study demonstrates that directly or indirectly 1) positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity, 2) perceived waste of financial resources, as well as 3) perceived event-sponsor congruence significantly impact on commitment to the sponsor. Comparing the three effects, the study contributes the extant literature by showing that it is of utmost importance for public sponsors to develop positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity. They have a significantly stronger impact on commitment than perceived event-sponsor congruence or perceived waste of financial resources -which impacts strongly but indirectly the commitment towards the sponsor. These findings suggest a rational model of sponsorship effectiveness and support congruence theoretical considerations (Cornwell et while involvement with the sponsored entity has no impact on sponsor commitment, rational considerations, such as positive attitude formation towards the sponsorship activity, and to a lesser extent perceived waste of financial resources or event-sponsor congruence, play a significant role in the commitment formation towards the public sponsor. By far, the strongest determinant of commitment are the positive attitude towards the sponsorship activity, in other words the belief that public sponsorship is seen as beneficial for the region by the participants at the event. Furthermore, the results indicate that positive attitudes towards the sponsorship are primarily and highly dependent on whether citizens perceive the sponsorship activity to be a waste of financial resources. Recall that the public administration literature suggests that public sector bodies are often judged by their input into activities, rather than the output (Kearsy & Varey, 1998). Indeed, this finding corroborates the idea that sponsorship activities with relational objectives are elaborated on the rational and normative belief whether tax money should be used or not to sponsor an event.
CONCLUSION
As public sector organisations are under immense pressure to establish and maintain good relations with important stakeholder groups, such as their electorate (McNulty & Ferlie, 2004; Osborne & Gaebler, 1992; Sanger, 2008) , as well as the fact that the public sector is increasingly investing resources into the support of local events such as concerts and sports events (Walliser, 2006) , the effectiveness of sponsorship activities in public sector contexts is important to investigate from a public administration perspective. In relation to the above results, public management needs to further emphasise the implementation of programs that reduce citizens' belief that the support of professional sport events could represent a perceived waste of public resources. The results of this study provide guidance on how this aim can be achieved.
Public sector bodies should make sure that citizens believe that it is appropriate to financially support a certain event. Focusing on the sponsorship model in particular, the findings suggest that public sector bodies should pay specifically attention to the explicit communication of the reasons for the sponsorship activity. Pursuing this perceived event-sponsor congruence is important (Simmons & Becker-Olsen, 2006) due to its direct impact on commitment, as well as its indirect impact through its influence on positive attitudes towards the sponsorship activity. Also, perceived event-sponsor congruence reduces perceptions that the sponsorship is a waste of taxpayers' money. However, public sector bodies do not have many natural fits with events. Thus, the rationale for sponsorship activities needs to be explicitly demonstrated in order to positively influence evaluations and ultimately enhance their effectiveness (Cornwell et al., 2006) . This is particularly the case for older citizens, as our results suggest that they perceive the association between the public sponsor and the sport event as being less compatible. This aim could be achieved through messages related to health improvement in the case of sport events, cultural support in terms of music festivals, or economic development related to business events such as conferences and trade shows.
